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Thus essay uses Carl van CIausew&s theones on war to critique US national and rmlitary 

Strategy in the Vietnam War It argues that US pohcy makers f&led to apply two key 

Clauswxtzlan concepts Fast IS the idea that war IS a complex, non-linear znteructzon between 

states Resultmg from thrs fruiure, US leaders wed to recognize the true nature of the war - 

that IS the politIcal context which shaped it, the motives which prompted ES enemy to engage m rt, 

and the form it would take Furthermore, they conducted the war based upon a hnear construct 

wtuch en\Tsloned the carefUlly “calibrated,” controlled and gradually escalated use of power 

u’ouid produce a predlctaole and deslrabie response from the enemy 

T-?e second key CIause\+ltuan concept not applied by LX leaders IS that although war 1s 

non-hnear m Its nature, hnearrty must exrst m the proportlonui reiationshrp between mzlitary 

means (and costs, and the polrtzcgl ends the-v are designed to analp- The US rmstake m thus 

regard was that It embarked on the war wnh a dlsproportlonate relauonshp between Its polmcal 

axin and rts mxhtary means In effect, the means It was wiilmg to apply (and the costs it was 

wl!irng to pay) were msuffiaent to a&eve the desired am vis a VIS the means and ends of Its 

opponent 

The essay IS dlvlded mto four parts The first two wrll examme Clausewnz’s concepts of 

the non-linearxty and lineanty m war The second two will use these concepts to cntique US 

strategy m Vietnam 

War As Complex, ,Yon-Linear Interaction 

For Clausevvltz, war IS complex because It involves mnumerabie factors or vanabIes which 

Interact with one another m a muItltude of complrcated ways Ths compiexiry makes it difficult 

to predict Its outcome War would be srmpler and more predictable if it invoived only physxcal or 



rhaterial factors -- troops, equrpment, geography, &mate, terram, etc But in hrs view, those 

yho consrder only the physrcal factors of war overlook extremely nnportant moral, or human, 

factors wmch mfluence Its course It 1s the mclusron of these moral &ctors, such as the pohtrcai 

obJectIves of belligerents, the passrons of theta populace, and the element of chance on the 

battlefield which makes war u-reducrble to a set of geomemc prinaples 

Alan Beyerchen argues that Clausewrtz had an intumon for the non-linear, interactrve 

nature of war whrch we can explam today using concepts of the modem non-linear sciences not 

a\ aria512 to Causewrz 1~1 Ius nme Linear systems -- and here war 1s the system * bang 

drscussed -- are sample and thus stable, regular and consrstent son-liiear systems, on the other 

hand, are unstable, u-regular and mconsrstent Linear systems must meet t1+0 conditions- 

prpportzonaZz+, meaning that causes and effects are proporno&, -hat smah causes produce small 

effects and vice verse, the second concept, aaiiztzwg, affects how we analyze wars Accordmg to 

thrs pnncrple, a whole IS equal to the sum of Its parts Therefore, rfan analyst can break a 

probiem mto rts parts and understand them, -hen he can understand the mnoie Non-linear 

systems disobey one or both of the above concepts Small causes may cause large effects and 

syriergrstrc mteracnons may occur m which the whole IS not equal to the sum of its parts I 

This concept of non-hnearxty can be found throughout Clausewitz. his idea of chance, m 

which a small occurrence on the battlefieId can cause huge effects, or the meas of fog and fiictlon 

m @uch the belligerents cannot even discern the “parts” clearly; hrs densron of analysts who, 

considermg only the physrcai factors of war and neglecting the moral factors, then conchrude they 

’ Bqerchen Alan, “Clausewtz, Nonhnearq and the Yamre of War,” Intematronal Secxnfy, Winter 1992-93, pp 
6142 
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can “measure” the physlcai factors, thereby reducmg war to a set of pnncxples - or even 

predmtmg the outcome of a war on the basis of these quanufiable factors 

Clausewttz also viewed war as htghly mteractrve ‘War, however, is not the actron of a 

hlrlng force upon a hfeless mass (total nonreastance would be no war at ah) but always the 

coihsion of two hvmg forces “2 As Beyerchen pomts out, Clausewnz uses the metaphor of two 

wrestlers to illustrate thts mteractron3 The posmons of the two wrestlers are interdependent, 

each tnes to take advantage of the other’s positron and counterweight War IS not chess, a senes 

of move-countermove, opponents may not be playmg by the same rules and, 111 fact, III attemptmg 

to Impose theu wtlls on one another may even change the rules ’ A passage from On War, in 

which Clausewnz crmcrzes those who develop theones based soleIy on matenai factors, perhaps 

best encapsulates his blew of war as complex, non-hnear and mterac:rve -‘ [they] wanted to 

reach a set of pure and posmve conclusrons, and for that reason considered only factors that could 

be mathematically caIcuIated They atm at fixed values, but m war everythmg IS uncertain, and 

cajculatlons have to be made wnh vanable quantmes They direct the mquuy exdustveiy toward 

physical quantmes, whereas dl rmhtary action IS mtertwmed wtrh psychoIog4 forces and effects. 

They consider only umfaterai actron, whereas war consists of a contmuous mteractron of 

opposites 715 

For Clausewnz, the complexxty of war and the interaction of war - that it v&l mvofve 

one nation’s wtll pitted agamst another’s - make it cntlcal for natlonai readers to understand 

what they are engagmg m when they make the dectslon to go to war, for “ wars must vary with 

’ von Clausewtz, Carl, On War, &ted and translated by !vGchaeI Howard and Peter Paret, Pnnceton L’mlrerslly 
Press, Pnnceton, Yew Jersey, 1976, p 77 
3 Clause\~tz, p 75 
’ Beyerchen, p 67 
’ CIausewm. pp 134-136 



the nature of their mauves and of the snuations whxh grve nse to them The first, the supreme, 

the most far-reachmg act ofjudgment that the statesman and commander have to make IS to 

establish by that test the kmd of war on which they are embarkmg; neither nxstaiang It for, nor 

t 
T 

ng to turn It mto, somethmg that 1s alien to its nature “6 Thus, m Clausewxtz’s view, if war IS 

mteracuve, tilt IS “pohcy by other means,” and If It IS an act to Impose one’s ti on the opponent, 

then the strate,olst must understand the opponent’s motive for gomg to war and the pnce he IS 

w=$ing to pay to ache%e hs aim 

iUrhough Clausewxz did see war as non-Imear, he did aeheve lmeanues are present m 

war 7 

The Linear Aspect of War: RelatIonship Between Ends and Means 

For Clausewnz, strategy deals wnh connecrmg means to ends The pohtxal am of war IS 

the end -- to Impose one’s VvliI on the enemy, force IS the means of domg so Therefore, 

CIriusewitz argues repeatedly in On War that when fashlonmg strategy, the degree of the pohtxcal 

end to be acrueved will influence the nxhtary means requxed to achebe It Large polmcai 

obJ,ectives requrre a large amount of force and sacnfice “ If war 1s a part of policy, pohcy w111 

determme its character As pohcy becomes more ambmous and vrgorous, so ~11 war _ “’ 

Furthermore, “Smce war IS controlled by Its politIcal object, the value of ths oblect must 

determme the sacnfices to be made for It III maptude and dwuhon ng These concepts are clearly 

linear, they meet the hnear requirement of propomonahty -- Iarge effects (pohcy zums) require 

large causes (mtlrtary means) and large sac&es (casualties) 

6 Ckysewm. p S8 
’ Be$erchen, p 82 
’ Cl&sewm. p 605 
’ Clausewtz p 92 ~tahcs are from the ongmai On War 



I However, for Clausewttz, because war IS not a unilateral acuon, but rather an interacuon, 

when calculatmg means and ends we must also consrder the enemy’s means and ends “The 

degree of force that must be used agamst the enemy depends on the scale of poiitrcat demands on 

erther szde to discover how much of our resources must be mobiIized for war, we zmzstfirst 

ekarnzne our own polztzcal aznz and that of the enemy. We must gauge the strength and sztuatzon 

of the opposzng state ” lo Clausewnz felt that calculating the enemy’s means was measurable, 

because tt hinged on phystcal factors “But the strength of hrs wtII 1s much less easy to determme 

and can orJy ce gauged approtimatzly by the strength ofrhe mauve annnatmg It “*t 

Addmonally, m a passage deabng wrth people’s wars, he notes, “that a nanon which finds ttseIf on 

the bnnk of an abyss wrll try to save Itself by any means the possibihty of avoiding total rum by 

payx~g a hrgh pnce for peace shouid not be ruled out.“‘2 

Although Clausewnz clearly felt the ends-means reiatronship must be linear, as he so often 

does m On War he quahfies thrs conclusron wtth yet another non&ear concept- the idea that 

means have a * feedback” efYect on poimcai arms which can actuaIly change them “War always 

lasts long enough for mtluence to be exerted on the god and for its own course to be 

changed the pohtrcal arm 1s [not] a tyrant It must adapt itself to its chosen means, a process 

which can radically change rt “I3 

With this understanding of Clausewrtz’s views of war as complex, non-linear and 

interactive, but with some Imear relatlonshJps, these ideas can now be applied to the US strategy 

m the Vietnam War 

I0 C~ausewtz, pp 555-586, ~talxs added for emphasis 



First Fadure of Interactive War: The 8atm-e of the War and the Enemy’s Will 

Kennedy and Johnson admmrstrauon mtsunderstandmgs of the complex, non&near, 

mteractrve nature of war resulted m two basic nustakes The first of these was thar ftiure to 

understand the true nature of the war 

US Ieaders’ perceptions of Yorth Vtetnamese motives were clouded by the Cold War 

pnsm through wmch they vrewed them US leaders believed North Vietnamese support for the 

insurgency m South Vietnam to be part of the Cold War contest between the Free World and -he 

C~~~~urnsr Z-dr,a To &em the war did not anse from national monves, zut 5om the 

mtema-rona mauves of a monolmqc and expannomst commumsm which must De contaned I4 

They failed to understand, as history has subsequently shown, that nations can be both commumst 

and natlonahst Consequently, they did not carefully analyze pllorth Viefnanzese monves for 

fighting the war, but instead attnbuted the motives to the Soviet Umon and Chma As a result, 

they vtolated Clausewnz’s warnmg about assessing the enemy’s wtH They underesumateti the 

rm?omurce which Ho 01 iMinh and Vo Nguyen Glap attached to umfymg a drvlded Vietnam and 

ncding rt of “rmpenahst” Influence As opposed to being puppets of Moscow or Bcging, Yorh 

Vietnamese leaders were strongly natronahst They used the twm themes of nanonalism and anti- 

rmplenalism to mobilize ail the resources of then natron m the fight agamst the US and its South 

Viemamese ally, somethmg the US never drd dunng the course of the war I5 Ths rmscalculatron 

of North Vietnamese motives was later reflected m the Johnson admmktration’s agonizing search 

” Gad&s, John Lews, Strategxs of Contamment A Cntxal A~uraxsal of Postwar Amencan Natlonai Secunw 
Polq Oxford Lruversq Press, %w York, 1982, pp 237-273 

Is We:gkv Xx&l m “Reflecuons on Lessons’ from Vietnam.” m Vietnam as I-ktozv, ed Peter Braesttup, 1 
Wash~ngtdn D C , Umversq Press of America. 19SJ qia~ns the nahonafsm whtch mouvated North Vietnamese 
leaders Vo Nguyen Gtap m Peoole’s War, Peoule’s Armv, New York, Frederxk A. Praeger, 1962 elaborates on 
NOR+ Vietnamese Ieaders anti-!mpenaIlst mowes 
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for an appropriate strategy when Operatron Rolling Thunder bombing efforts farled to bnng an 

end to the war I6 

Second Failure of Interactive War: Linear Strategy Versus a Non-Linear Opponent 

The second f&ure which resulted from the US mrsunderstandiig of war as complex, non- 

lmear, and interactive was the strategy of graduated response - the gradual apphcatron of 

“calibrated, fine-tuned” power to break the Nor41 Viemamese ~111 to contmue support for the 

msurgency m the south, to reduce the flow of matenel from the north to the south, and to get the 

Sonn Vretnamese to tile negorratmg *able Thus strate,v was most evldent m the Rolling Thunder 

au- cam?algn The concept was very In-rear US leaders hoped the precise apphcation of force 

would a&eve a proportxonal response from the enemy Bombing would be followed by a pause 

to allow -he enemy to reflect on what had happened and ;o understand that if ne did not respond 

by seelang negotratxons, then more force would be applied to get the desrred result In other 

words, the US would apply more cause to get more effect -- the lmear concept of 

proportlonahty’ The US method <partlcularIy from the McNamara Defense Deparcmenr; of 

measunng the success of thus effbrt through heavy reliance on statlstlcal indices, 

such as bomb tonnage dropped and body counts, reflected the linear concept of additrvtty It was 

reducmg the war to measurable parts whose sum, m the McNamra approach, could be added to 

equal the whole -- the success of the war effort 

The problem with the graduated response strategy was that North Vietnam was 

not a “lifeless mass” but a wrestler North Vietnamese leaders took advantage of lulls in actrvity 

to bolster ax defenses They countered mterdlctlon along the Ho Chx -Minh Trawl by msenmg 

” .cicSamar~ Robert S , In Retrosoect, New York, Random House, 1995. pp 152-193 Mc?lamaxa describes the 
Johnson admnustrauon’s recogmuon that Rollrng Thunder was not workmg, that someting else needed to be 
done. and that the enemy was prepared for a long fight 
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enough manpower ( a resource they had in abundance and were wrlhng to expend) to keep 

supphes flowmg Finally, smce the arm of the campaign was to get the Xorth Vietnamese to the 

b’argammg table rather than to defeat them, It surrendered the mmatlve North Vretnamese 

leaders could meet for negotratrons when they needed a respite and then prolong those 

negouatrons whrle they resumed the fightmg In retrospect, the US strategy of attemptmg to 

break the enemy’s will, whrle at the same time the US was the party most wrlling to negotiate, 

seems a contradrcnon North Vretnamese leaders could e&y see the US wanted peace more 

than r-ley did, and :hls rerrforced :har view they woulc won m a ?ro:raczec war 

Thwd Failure of Interactive War: The Means-Ends Mismatch 

The third US strategy ftiure III Vietnam stems from Its mabrhv to a&eve proportronality 

between rmlnary means and polmcal objectnes m a Innned war Out of concern :hat Chma or r-le 

Sdwet CIUO~ mght mtervene 1~1 the confbct ( not an unreasonable concern sven the Korean War 

expenence), and the concern to hmrt the domestrc Impact of the war, when rt made the decrsron 

for US forces to actrvely engage 1x1 combat It also decided to place lnnns on those forces The 

number of US forces would be hmned, there would be no ground mvaslon of North Vle:nam and 

ax$ower would be geographcaily constramed. 

In contrast to these lirmted nulitq means, the US politxal objective - to contam 

communrsm and ensure the survival of a weak, unstable South Vietnam was not unlimrted So III 

Clausewnzlan terms, the US established an ambmous obJective, but It was unwrlling to revest 

proportionahy large rmlitary means or to accept large costs m lives Some cntrques of US 

Vietnam strategy argue that m an attempt to “do something,” the US focused too exclustvely on 

Its self-constramed means Larry Cable’s analysis IS that the US asked the questron, “What can 



ye do?” rather than the more appropnate “What should we do@’ John Leers Gaddis goes so 

far as to mamtan that by not connectmg means to ends, the US had no strategy at all I8 Secretary 

of Defense -McYamara himself adrmts that the department failed to engage in a comprehensive 

qralys~s of strategy, but instead focused on the day-to-day problems of fighturg the war I9 

Thrs short-srghtedness was reflected m the US search for a solution from 1965-68 -- the sh&ng 

of Roihng Thunder target sets and the senes of decrslons to mcrease the number of US forces, 

wxhm lnnns, m theater 

T.?e US “non-strategy may have worked had it been makmg war on a ‘bfeless mass ” But 

as Clausemxz wrote, war is interactive When estabhshing our own ends-means reIatronshlp, we 

must take mto account the enemy’s polmcal aims and will to succeed As already mentioned, the 

US faled to do so Consequently, if tze US dispropomon of means to ends estabirshed the 

condiuons for farlure, the clash of US means and ends with North Vietnams means and ends 

concluded it North Vietnamese leaders were w&g to expend al1 the means at then disposal in 

order to a&eve then unlmxted goal -- reunrficanon of Vietnam and ex?uIslon of an outside 

paper Having previously defeated on outside power, France, Yorth Vietnam was anaIogous to 

Clausewnz’s “natron m an abyss,” willing to pay a hrgh price (by some estnnates 900,000 

casualtres*~ for vrctory The US, m contrast, was not wilhng to make the same level of sacntice, 

as CIausewrtz termed It, “m magnitude and duration ” 

One finther observatron is worthy of menuon m the ends-means reiatronshrp in the US 

approach to the Vietnam War As Clausewnz correctly surmised, the character of a war does 

Cable, Larry, Lecture to the Nauonal War College. 12 September 19% 
” Gad&s, pp 273 
I9 IAwkmala p 182 
” Phe, Douglas “The Other Side,” m Memam as Hlsrorv, ed Peter Bnestrup, Washmgton D C , Unwemty Press 
of +menca. 1984, p 73 
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rnfhznce Its politxal arms In Vietnam, as the war dragged on wnh US success ever elusive, US 

leaders gradually shrfied then objective from resrstmg Communist aggressron and ensunng the 

survival of South Vietnam, to ensunng the credrbihty of US commitments, to Vietnamzatron -- 

allowing the South Vietnamese to defend themselves w&h the aid of US material resources- 

In hrs chapter on people’s war Clausewnz made the assertron that, %lilit~a should not be 

employed agamst the mam enemy force they are not supposed to pulvenze the core but to rubble 

at the shell and around the edges “*’ In the Vietnam War, the US attempted to pulvenze the core 

usmg a linear strategy, Korch Vretnam nrbbied at the edges using a non-linear strategy Korth 

Vietnamese statesmen and commanders understood the complex, non-linear nature of war, US 

leaders did not 

” Clausewtz, p 480 
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